The Man Behind Fisher House 


Interview and story by Jan K. Herman, Historian, Navy Medical Department, New York 
City, Oct. 25, 1992. 


Zachary Fisher's Park Avenue office sits atop a towering office building built by his own 
company. Outside is a breathtaking panorama of the East River and midtown Manhattan. 
Inside and up close, mementoes, airplane models, and autographed photos adorn the walls and 
every surface of his massive desk. And they all reflect the man's love affair with the Navy and 
with the nation his father adopted as an immigrant near the turn of the century. 

A firm handshake and warm, welcoming smile is my introduction to Zachary Fisher, 
recognized as one of America's most dedicated patriots and generous philanthropists. Born in 
Brooklyn in 1910, Fisher has spent most of his life in the New York City area, beginning his 
career at age 16 when he left high school to join the family's fledgling construction business. 
"Through hard years, hard work, and integrity," Fisher Brothers became one of the most 
successful builders of apartment houses and commercial office buildings in the New York 
metropolitan area. 

When the United States entered World War IT in December 1941, Fisher was found 
ineligible for military service due to a serious knee injury incurred in a construction accident. 
Nevertheless, yearning to do his part, he aided the Army Corps of Engineers in building coastal 
forts. 

Years later, having made his fortune, Zachary Fisher saw his opportunity to pay back the 
nation that had welcomed his father and offered him the opportunities only an American citizen 
could experience. Veterans, the military services, and particularly the Navy have felt Fisher's 
limitless generosity. Through his efforts the USS Intrepid, the much-decorated aircraft carrier of 
World war IT, was saved from the scrap heap and transformed into the Intrepid Sea, Air, and 
Space Museum permanently moored on Manhattan's west side. When a terrorist bomb took its 
awful toll of American servicemen at the Marine Corps barracks in Beirut, and Iraqi missiles 
killed other U.S. sailors on the USS Stark, Fisher recognized their sacrifice by assisting their 
families. His Zachary and Elizabeth Fisher Armed Services Foundation subsequently aided the 
families of the battleship Iowa tragedy by seeing that each family received $25,000. The 
foundation continues to provide scholarships to men and women who have served in the Armed 
Forces and to children of service members. 

But if his aircraft carrier seems to be Fisher's pride and joy, the mere mention of the 
Fisher Houses really makes his eyes light up. Since 1990, when the first Zachary and Elizabeth 
Fisher House was built at the National Naval Medical Center in Bethesda, MD, the ordeals of 
dozens of families of critically ill patients have been eased by the what these houses offer, an 
opportunity to be close to those relatives in a family atmosphere of love and mutual support. 

Navy Medicine recently visited with Zachary Fisher to learn more about the man behind 
Fisher House. 


Before we talk about Fisher House, let's talk about you and your early life. You said your 
father was an immigrant and I read that he came from the same Russian town that Irving 
Berlin came from. 

Yes. In that area. 


When did he come? 

Early 1900s' or late 1800s." 
Did he come through Ellis Island? 

Yes. I was honored there last year. My mother's and father's name was put on the wall 
because of being honored there, Elizabeth and myself. He came over and became a small brick 
laying contractor and doing brick work for other builders. So, at sixteen, I quit high school and 
went in with my two brothers and with dad. 

Did you live in Brooklyn at the time? 

We were born in Brooklyn and lived there for a short time but New York was the 
mainstay. 

All over the New York area? 

We started in Queens, then Garthhills(?), Riverdale, then New York apartment houses. 
We stopped building apartment houses about 40 years ago and we sold all of those. Now we just 
do office buildings- Fisher Brothers. 

It's commercial now? 
Yes. 

This business was really started before the war? 
It was started over 67 years ago. 

It was a family business. 

Yes. It still is. The whole family... 

Somewhere someone mentioned that you had been injured. 

When I was 19 or 20, I was injured on a building and broke cartilage. {?} they set it and 
so I could never go into sails(?). To this day I don't walk more than two blocks or so. I wear a 
brace to play golf. 

Is it a knee injury? 

Yes. Osteomyelitis means poisoning of the bone and there was no penicillin in those 
days. The injury made me change my life when I was sent a letter from Vogue to buy 
pompadour(?) the president of Vogue said it was an unbelievable story. He and Larry 
Swinksky(?), our present director of the museum, brought a tape narrated by Cliff Robertson. He 
has always been very nice to us in that respect. At the breakast meeting, the tape was shown and 
Larry Swinksky had the idea to make a museum out of the Intrepid and what little money it 
would take. By just selling the propellers, you'll get enough money to start the museum. At any 
rate, there were about 20 businessmen there and everybody sort of laugh as they usually do and 
forgot about it. When I got home that night, I usually discuss things like that with Mrs. Fisher 
because she was in the war. I said to her, "The Intrepid which has a history that no other ship has 
in the second World War. It lost more men by kamikaze pilots than the other ships. It sunk the 
biggest Japanese Navy ships. She was called a ghost ship by the Japanese. She was hit so many 
times but she would always come back. In fact, there is a true story of her. She was hit this one 
time and they had to put a sail on her to stop her from going towards Japan. We have movies on 
the Intrepid in the exact spot where about 73 men were killed and at the end of the movie they 
say, "If you were on this spot 45 years ago today, you too would have lost your life in action." 
It's a real emotional ending. I watch that movie every time I go there. 

So telling Mrs. Fisher about the Intrepid which would have been scrap six months later. I 
said, "I think I'll do something about it." And she says, "Why not," and gets me into a lot of 
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trouble. So, the very next morning I made up my mind and it took me 5 years from the time I 
went down to see Secretary Hidalgo to get it as a museum in 1982. 
When was the first time you heard it was going to be scrapped? 

At the breakfast meeting was the first time. I didn't know anything about the ship or the 
Navy. 

That was when you really got interested in the Navy. 

Until then I was for rep. I was a businessman. It just never would've occurred to me to 
do anything about the Navy. 

So that's when you got interested in the Navy. 

The Intrepid. 

You've supported other military things but you seem to favor the Navy. 

Only because the Intrepid started and since then it has branched out to so many other 
things. I have the Intrepid and then I have a destroyer called the Eaton which was named after a 
congressional medal honor recipient, and I have a submarine, Growler. When the submarine was 
hit by a German ship, the captain of the first Growler, I have the third or fourth Growler, went 
down and stood on top and said take it down and that's when he lost his life. So, that's my 
museum right now. 

You call your work a partnership between you and Mrs. Fisher. I want to know about her. 
She was a USO performer in World War II? 

Elizabeth was an actress who performed when I met her she was in a stage play with 
Elizabeth Bergman and an actor whose name I can't remember. So, I met her about 50 years ago. 
We'll be having our 49th anniversary and opening two houses in San Antonio on my birthday, on 
our anniversary which we usually do. We opened Seattle, Port Louis on my birthday. As I 
stated as said usually on your birthday you get a gift. I'm always giving away a Fisher House on 
my birthday. 

What a wonderful tradition that is. Is she a New Yorker also? 

She was from Pennsylvania. She went overseas when we got married. We were married 
and a couple of years later she went overseas and played before 147,000 troops and received 
behind the lines and in action. 

She went to Italy didn't she? 

Yes. That's where she was most of the time. Of course, she told me about one of the 
important things she did was visiting the hospitals and comforting the wounded. You had to 
know how to act with them because they should not see any fear on your face or worry. You've 
got to smile. So, when she got back, I became vitally interested in the Veterans Bedside 
Network. That was my first initiation to the services. The Veterans Bedside Network is an 
organization that takes care... 

This is the letter they showed on that tape. They had a close up of this and they read it. 
Was the Veterans Bedside Network a new organization? 

Veterans Bedside was started by an actress. It's an interesting situation. They used to 
have someone come in to entertain one night a week. When they left, she forgot her purse and 
she went back and she found the same morose faces as when she came. They conceived an idea 
which they do even today. They brief directors up with scripts and they make each one an actor 
and they tape it and so it's played back to them or they'll go down to where a paraplegic is and 
use the microphone and act or sing or something. So, it's quite a great tonic for these guys who 
are the forgotten people. In fact, they come to the Intrepid. 
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These are in Veterans Hospitals? 

Yes. In Veterans Hospitals all over the country. So that was one of the beginnings of 

service and then the Intrepid lead on to other things. 
That was in 1978 when the Intrepid was started. 

1977. 1982 was when she was brought in. Then went out to the Beirut bombing. 
How did you respond when you heard that horrible news? 

I was wondering what happens to the children of these men who were killed in action. 
So, we started a fund for their college tuition. Not only my money but a lot of other people we 
came across and a fellow named Pete Hoss(?), a marine, administers the program. 

Did you set of a foundation at that time for the Beirut? 

Actually at that time I wasn't. I just got money from club members and matched funds of 
mines. I'd go to different clubs all over and I'd tell them whatever you give I'll matched it. 
So you went on a speaking tour. 

No. 

You would be at place and you would mention it and they would donate and you would 
match the funds. 

Yes. Pete Hoss who was head of the Marine scholarship foundation was able to 
administer the monies. In fact, a year ago when I opened a House in San Diego, he sent a 
telegram to me saying the first college youngsters just graduated from college or just started 
college or whatever. That was quite a thrill. I am the honorary chairman of the Marine 
Scholarship Fund which I mentioned Pete Hoss, a former Marine is the Head. We sent 750 
marine dependents to college. Pete Hoss has helped me to administer my foundation which I set 
up-- The Zachery and Elizabeth Armed Forces Foundation-- and I send now 107 youngsters to 
college but mine takes in every service. His is only Marine. Mine takes in Army, Navy, Air 
Force, Coast Guard. 

Then the Iowa was a tragic thing. I felt as if you can't replace the lost of a young son but 
it could help them knowing that somebody out there has felt the tragedy somewhat as much as 
they did. That's what I enclosed in the letter. "It's just a check to let you know that there is some 
outsider who has felt this great tragedy the way you do, not as much, but a portion." So, I sent 
25,000... 

How did the Fisher Houses come about? 

I'll finish off. With the 47 men then also there were a few other skirmishes of fellows 
being washed of ships. I forget the name but I sent money to those different people. A General 
Contana got in touch with me and I sent a seal to climb Mount Everest. I sponsored that so he 
could then report back to the Seals what temperature they could break with a how it affects them. 
I was very proud of that. 

That was a research project. This was a Navy thing. 

Navy seal. I got a letter recently from Contana thanking me for doing that and also 
reading about me and so and so which led me on. So, the Intrepid was the beginning of 
everything that's happened. 

When I had lunch with ADM Trough(?), who was Chief of Naval Operations at that time, 
a few times his wife thought of the idea and told it to the admiral. The admiral called me and it 
fitted right in with my Armed Forces Foundation. So I immediately took it on. We'll have 10 
houses finished this year and 22 by the end of 1993 which will house 3,000 immediate families. 
Or with children it could be 8 to 10 thousands people a year. So (?) houses including Hawaii. 
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How did the idea for this kind of a house germinate in your mind? 
Did you just suddenly realize it was a need? 

No, it was Mrs. Trough who told me. She gave her idea to the Admiral and he called me 
and she said the need for something like that. Being a builder, it was easy for me to think but I 
couldn't do that alone. If I did that by myself I would probably build two or three a year. There's 
a story involved with this. No man could do anything alone as big as this. Robert Rossen and 
Associates. Bob Rossen, a former Air Force Navy man,, I think he's the head of the New York 
state reserves. He is tremendously patriotic. He was also the President of the Young Presidents. 
His business is building shopping centers all over the country. So, when (?) was going to 
builders we became friends because he was on the Intrepid many times with me. He volunteered 
his services to build these houses without a fee to me which is unheard of. In other words, he 
started giving his time and one of his main superintendents who heads the construction of his 
firm for no charge at all. But since then, I've added two superintendents and a secretary there 
who travels all over the country and he still does not charge me for anything and I just pay for 
the superintendents. I could not do it without him. 

This includes the architectural plans. 

No the architecture is done by an architect. But usually when you build a building we as 
builders build it ourselves because we come up the hard way and we know how to give out the 
contracts. A man that goes into building buildings and doesn't know anything about building 
will sometimes have an institution, like American Telephone, they'll take a general contractor. A 
man who builds a building, turns it over to him. All they have to do is pay him the money and 
the building is finished. So, that's the way that works. It's called general contracting. And he 
takes the place and he's a general contractor and he gives out all the contracts, brick work, 
plumbing, and doesn't charge me anything all his time to give out the contracts and watch the 
building. 

He administers the project from beginning to end. 

That's right without a fee. Each one would run from 50 to 100 thousand dollars. The 
story was we had dinner the night before we opened the Bethesda House which was opened by 
President Bush, and I said, "I can't believe why you're doing all of this for me Bob?" He said, "I 
think you're missing something. You realize that I get the same feeling about buildings these 
things as you do." So, we all go down and open these houses together. 

So, this partnership is still working very beautifully. 

Yes. We're very close friends because he was an Air Force Navy and just last week I had 
asked the Secretary of the Navy to give Bob a medal. Bob had no idea. He went down to the 
Pentagon. I had called Lynch of the Naval Academy and the Secretary of the Navy was there, 
General Boomer (four star), Brander (Marine three star), and there were about twenty of them 
there to show their respect of what we're doing for the services and what Bob is doing. So, they 
gave him that medal last Wednesday. 

When and where was the first house finished? 

The Bethesda. 

Bethesda is the model? 

Yes. That's why the President said, "This is a phase of many. It's not going to be just 
one." He's an old friend of mine President Bush and he did that for me. 

Are the designs for the Houses basically similar? The one at Walter Reed looks very 
similar. 
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They're all the same. Exactly the same inside because it makes so much sense. We laid 
it out with the help of my construction Arnold Fisher and he knew how to lay out the plans with 
the architect. So, I had the best help. Why change something... 

That's a winner. The architect... 

David Haines. He's in Manorsor(?), Kansas and he travels all over the country. 

Once the design was laid out, Bethesda was used as the prototype or the model. Then, of 
course, not just the Navy benefitted but the other services as well because the Army has 
gotten one at Walter Reed and the Air Force. You've got 22 already. 

You've got five Navy, about eight Army, and eight or nine of Air Force. 

Is there going to be a second House at Bethesda? 

Yes. It's already planned. 

Someone said the land has already been chosen and everything else. 

It's right behind it on the hill. 

It's a beautiful place. It will be a twin of the one that's already there. They need is so 
terrific. You never even realize how much need there is to you do something like this. 

I think she (my secretary) has a book of letters I get. I get so many letters everyday from 
the people that have stayed there. They send me letters. Everyday I come in there are letters. 
This is from the college boys. 

Everyday that you're here you get responses from these wonderful places. It's a constant 
reminder of what you're doing. You made a comment I thought was wonderful. You said 
you wanted to do something in life that'll out last life. So, after you're gone people will 
remember you and what you did. 

I don't care about them remembering me. 

Well, remembering the good things. Because when one goes, what does one have to leave 
except a reputation. 

I want to bring out that these Fisher Houses still have to be maintain and carpets change, 
after 4 or 5 years furniture. We have to pay taxes. Their expenses which run almost a 100,000 a 
year. So, any funds that come in from the military and all over the world are appreciated by the 
Fisher Houses. 

So, once you turn the House over to the Navy in the case of Fisher House Bethesda, the 
Navy maintains... 

It's not the Navy. They all come from donations. Not the Navy or the Army or Air Force 
gives any money. They just gave me the land and I built it. 

How does one go about donating money to the Fisher Houses? 

We're opening up a foundation. We had a meeting. Thirty-five people came to the 
meeting which was our first meeting of the Fisher Houses. They came in from all over the 
country. Those that are built and those that are going to be built met and discussed the running 
of the houses and all the different things they need so that each house should be run (funded) 
with the same methodical way in how to take care of emergencies, etc. Running a house with 10 
families is quite ajob. All the families are in distress. It's not easy. 

Is the foundation now in existence or are you still putting it together? 

We're just forming a foundation. We'll set up a foundation, which is easy, to take the 
monies. 

How have they been operating until now? 


I don't know. It seems as though they've gotten the money and have been using it, but 
we've found a better way would be to set up a foundation because people want to give us huge 
sums of money. 

Then the foundation will coordinate the funds for all the Fisher Houses. 

Yes. 

Is it now on an individual basis? 

Usually they'll get money for one house. They'll usually pen point for one particular 
House. For instance, in Texas they had set up their own...it's a different set up. Two men who 
were in the service wanted to run the Fisher House and usually the Navy just hires a manager and 
then they administer it. It is usually a woman who runs it. Now, they had gotten 55,000 dollars 
from a bank owned by USAA an insurance company. They've got some kind of set up where 
they could accept the money. But we're setting up something in which we can accept money for 
different houses. That's not a big thing. 

Why did you choose the military for your philanthropy? 

Well, the military because of my involvement with the Intrepid. After I became so 
involved with the Intrepid and met all...Colin Powell I am happy to say is a very dear friend of 
mine, Lynch of the Naval Academy. I rebuilding Hubbard Hall for the Naval Academy. It's in 
very dilapidated condition and that'll be done over. We started on that about 13 months ago. I'm 
giving the money for it. I'm going to make it the most modernized rowing(?) center in the world. 
This is going to be rebuilt. 

That's right. Hubbard Hall is being rebuilt by Fisher with Biss Therostic's(?) help. 

What will it be used for? 

The same thing they use it for now, the rowing of the cadets. I'm building a Fisher House 
at West Point for visiting professors. George Steienberner who broadcast for the Mets and 
played for the Yankees is a good friend of mine. I have the World Series ring for 1977. I also 
did something I'm very proud of. George Steinberner had asked me about 3 years ago to sponsor 
the Penn Relays with him and Cossly was one of the other main sponsors. I sent a 25,000 
thousand dollar check to Penn Relays and very few people realize George sent me a 25,000 
dollar check for the Intrepid. Since then, I've been sponsoring it every year and I introduced two 
years ago the running of the military in the Penn Relays which had never been a part of them. It 
was the most exciting thing for these youngsters. So, we've got the Coast Guard, Army, Navy, 
and Air Force competing against each other. I usually give the cup out. Last year I couldn't 
make it because I was in Florida. So, I'm the only guy to have Swartzkoff substitute for him and 
he gave the cup. I was very proud of sponsoring something like that because it takes care of the 
fellows that would never have the opportunity to run in the Penn Relays which is the greatest 
amateur event. 

Let's talk again about your involvement with the Intrepid. Do you remember the day they 
brought the ship around? Were you there and what were your feelings about that? 

I was on it. It went from Philadelphia to New Jersey to have it towed. Then she was 
made a museum in New Jersey by Bethlehem Steel. Then a big crowd came up on it to New 
York and opened it a little bit--collect(?) waters and all things that go with opening something 
like that. I'm the only private owner of a museum of that sort in the world. Aircraft carriers or 
submarines or destroyers were never given to a private party usually to a state or a city because 
no one else could afford it. 

How does it feel to have your own aircraft carrier? 
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One of the big things, of course, is the fleet coming in every year. I'm the head of fleet 
week. 

How does that work? 

The fleet comes in about once a year in the spring usually in April or May. They bring in 
about 13 or 14 ships with about 10,000 sailors and a number of officers. We entertain on the 
Intrepid when they come in. We entertain 5,000 sailors one night, 5,000 sailors the next night, 
and then I have a black tie commanders dinner aboard the ship for all of the officers. Last year 
besides the sailors and commanders dinner, we had 14,000 men who came right from the Desert 
Storm parade (N.Y.) and stayed there from 3 o'clock in the afternoon until 2 in the morning. It 
must've been four days in a row that our people did a tremendous, unbelievable job. Larry 
Swawenksi(?), our director, has been there since the beginning and I couldn't do anything like 
that without him. He's just a great patriot. He's a writer. He used to be in the advertising 
business, but he's just married to the ship. He's there all hours. 

Being involved in all these activities--the Intrepid, etc.-- you've met some interesting people 
in your career. 

I've been called "America's Number One Patriot" and below my modesty I don't there is 
anybody who has given so much to the military. Very few people have the kind of friendship 
with the military that I have. I'm friends with Colin Powell, Tom Lynch, Kelso of the Navy. It's 
a wonderful feeling that President Bush has been a friend of mine for about 20 years. He opened 
up the Bethesda for me which was a great thing to do. I was also one of the sponsors for the 
chapel up in Camp David. So, I was there for the opening of the chapel. There were about 50 
sponsors. This was the building of the new chapel which was exciting. 

So, very few people know as much about the military as I do. I think most people think 
that most of these guys work getting at 9 or 10 o'clock and get home at 5 p.m. I call them 7 in 
the morning and they're in their office. I call them 7 at night and they're still there. It's 
unbelievable. All of those top men work 12 to 14 hours a day. I was made an admiral by ADM 
Watkins who is now head of our energy department. I was made a sergeant major by General 
Gray. I was made a ship mate by ADM Calaruss(?) who was head of one of our fleets. I had 
Truley who is the head of space, NASA, had flown off the Intrepid and taken the American flag 
with him. I had gone up with the Blue Angels. I've been down in a submarine for a day, flown 
out to carriers, and flown off carriers, have gotten four honorary degrees from different colleges. 
You've had a pretty exciting life. 

I think I have both ends. I'm still in business. Still active here. 

You're still doing construction here or is it management now? 

We run our own buildings. We run 7 billion square feet. 

So you have four or five big buildings that you still maintain--Avenue the Americas, this 
building. I was looking at this view you have here. 

We built this building about 25 years ago. 

We always talk about the Fisher Brothers. How many brothers are there? 

It's just one brother and myself. 

That's Larry? 
Yes. There were three but one passed away. So, there are two brothers, three nephews, 
and two grandnephews. 
Do you have any children? 
I have one child. He's a sculptor. The sculptor you see outside he did. 
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Mrs. Fisher is still involved in all of this. 
Yes. Exactly. 


